Beyond the Road Commercials by Bogdanic, Aleksandar
"How long do you plan to stay here?" the immigration officer 
asked in a very official tone . 
"Three years , • I answered hesitantly . not really knowing 
where I was, why I came , let alone how long I would stay . 
America . I thought , you were going to America to study . don't 
you remember? At the moment it was not very easy to 
remember. Soon I was pretty sure that I was somewhere far 
away . with everything strange and new around me and within 
me . I was in a huge car , on a huge road . listening to some 
unfamiliar messages from the radio . 
The trip was excellent . I was telling my host . although my 
thoughts were not easy to grasp. What I could grasp were the 
blatant . colorful billboards . bathing in the light of the setting 
sun. And the unreachable vastness of the country behind 
them . Yet . it was the sight beyond these road commercials 
that made me feel more comfortable . if not knowledgeable . 
My longest summer day had a great finis, with the sun almost 
sunk. the pink sky made a halosome reflection on the sur-
rounding trees. hilly fields and a number of distant. undis-cer-
nable objects. The last thing I heard from my host was that 
we were heading up to Michigan . 
I fell asleep . the visions of a strange , different world still 
lingering in my dream. Was it a dream at all? I would hear. 
from time to time , "Fifty minutes of music , and a whole lot 
more.· I thought that somebody was telling me what was there 
behind the road commercials . And I could not understand it . 
Suddenly I woke up and saw the sign saying. "Yes Michigan.· 
0. K .. I said to myself. Yes. Michigan. Now I thought I'd be-
come aware. and that life and my studies would go on nor-
mally . But it was just the beginning . There were so many 
things hiding behind the road sign which was so kind as to tell 
me where I really was . 
The first thing I learned during the international student 
orientation week was how ignorant I was about life in America . 
All the books I had read and the films I had seen about this 
country did not tell me all the things I had to be aware of. The 
orientation week seemed to me 
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1 s i t a n t l y  .  n o t  r e a l l y  k n o w i n g  
: > n e  h o w  l o n g  I  w o u l d  s t a y  .  
1 i n g  t o  A m e r i c a  t o  s t u d y  .  d o n ' t  
w a s  n o t  v e r y  e a s y  t o  
1 r e  t h a t  I  w a s  s o m e w h e r e  f a r  
l d  n e w  a r o u n d  m e  a n d  w i t h i n  
J g e  r o a d  .  l i s t e n i n g  t o  s o m e  
0 .  
t e l l i n g  m y  h o s t  .  a l t h o u g h  m y  
W h a t  I  c o u l d  g r a s p  w e r e  t h e  
g  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  s e t t i n g  
s s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  b e h i n d  
1 d  t h e s e  r o a d  c o m m e r c i a l s  
l e  .  i f  n o t  k n o w l e d g e a b l e  .  
: i t  f i n i s ,  w i t h  t h e  s u n  a l m o s t  
n e  r e f l e c t i o n  o n  t h e  s u r -
1 m b e r  o f  d i s t a n t .  u n d i s - c e r -
r d  f r o m  m y  h o s t  w a s  t h a t  
· a n g e  .  d i f f e r e n t  w o r l d  s t i l l  
e a r n  a t  a l l ?  I  w o u l d  h e a r  .  
m u s i c  .  a n d  a  w h o l e  l o t  
t s  t e l l i n g  m e  w h a t  w a s  t h e r e  
I  c o u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  i t  .  
n  s a y i n g .  " Y e s  M i c h i g a n . ·  
i g a n .  N o w  I  t h o u g h t  I ' d  b e -
t u d i e s  w o u l d  g o  o n  n o r -
T h e r e  w e r e  s o  m a n y  
l i c h  w a s  s o  k i n d  a s  t o  t e l l  
~ i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s t u d e n t  
w a s  a b o u t  l i f e  i n  A m e r i c a  .  
I  h a d  s e e n  a b o u t  t h i s  
h a d  t o  b e  a w a r e  o f .  T h e  
a m a r a n t h u s  3 1  
o r i e n t a t i o n  w e e k  s e e m e d  t o  m e  b o t h  h e l p f u l  a n d  a b s u r d  .  I  
l e a r n e d  a l l  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  i n f o r m a t i o n  o n  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  n u m -
b e r s  .  p o s t a l  s e r v i c e s  .  l e g a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a n d  a  n u m b e r  o f  
o t h e r  r e a l l y  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  t h i n g s  .  I  a l s o  l e a r n e d  t h a t  s o m e  
A m e r i c a n s  t h o u g h t  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  i n v e n t e d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  " t h e  
w h o l e  b o d y  .  e s p e c i a l l y  u n d e r  t h e  a r m s  .  s h o u l d  b e  w a s h e d  
w i t h  s o a p  a n d  w a t e r  .  •  I n  a d d i t i o n  .  I  w a s  t o l d  w h a t  s o a p  .  
d e o d o r a n t s  a n d  t o o t h p a s t e  w e r e  a n d  h o w  t h e y  f u n c t i o n e d  a n d  
h o w  o n e  s h o u l d  u s e  t h e m  a n d  q u i t e  a  n u m b e r  o f  o t h e r  u s e f u l  
t i p s  .  F o r  i n s t a n c e  .  t h a t  m o s t  c l o t h i n g  i s  w a s h a b l e  .  t h o u g h  
s o m e  f a b r i c s  m u s t  b e  d r y - c l e a n e d .  I t  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  w e e k .  
h o w e v e r  .  t h a t  m a d e  m e  t h i n k  o f  a  c o u p l e  o f  s e r i o u s  q u e s t i o n s  .  
D i d  t h e s e  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  h e r e  r e a l l y  n e e d  e v e r y t h i n g  e x p l a i n e d  .  
o r  t h i n k  t h a t  w e  a l i e n s  n e e d e d  a  t h o r o u g h  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  e v e r y  
l i t t l e  t h i n g ?  B e  i t  a s  i t  m a y .  I  h a v e  l e a r n e d .  a s  t h e  t i m e  h a s  
g o n e  b y  .  t h a t  I  h a v e  t o  e x p l a i n  e v e r y t h i n g  i f  I  w a n t  t o  b e  u n -
d e r s t o o d  a t  a l l  .  B a c k  h o m e  I  d i d  n o t  h a v e  t o  d o  t h a t  .  B u t  I  
s p o k e  m y  l a n g u a g e  t h e r e  .  
I  h a v e  a l s o  n o t i c e d  t h a t  s o m e  A m e r i c a n s  a r e  n o t  v e r y  
i n f o r m e d  a b o u t  m y  c o u n t r y  .  o r  a n y  o t h e r  f a r a w a y  h u m a n  
h a b i t a t ;  a n d  t h a t  i n i t i a t e s  a  J o t  o f  r e s p e c t i v e  e x p l a n a t i o n  .  T h a t  
i s  p r o b a b l y  w h y  I  w a s  t o l d  w h a t  a  c o a t  w a s  .  a n d  I  .  q u i t e  
o f t e n .  h a v e  t o  t e l l  p e o p l e  w h a t  Y u g o s l a v i a  i s .  O n  o n e  
o c c a s i o n  .  h a v i n g  a n s w e r e d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h e r e  I  w a s  f r o m .  
I  r e c e i v e d  a  s o m e w h a t  r e a s o n a b l e  r e s p o n s e :  •  J e e z z  .  i t  c r a c k s  
m e  u p !  T h a t  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  a  h e l l  o f  a  d r i v e ! "  
T h u s  I  l e a r n e d  h o w  t o  e x p l a i n  t o  m y  a q u a i n t a n c e s  w h e r e  I  
w a s  f r o m  i n  a  s t e p - b y - s t e p  w a y .  A n d  t h i s  p r o c e d u r e  r e m i n d s  
m e  o f  Z a p i s  o  z e m l j f  r  A  R e c o r d  o n  t h e  C o u n t r y " )  b y  t h e  
Y u g o s l a v  p o e t  M a k  D i z d a r .  A c t u a l l y .  I  a m  v e r y  t h a n k f u l  t o  
h i m  f o r  p r o v i d i n g  m e  w i t h  a  n i c e  p a t t e r n  f o r  p a r a p h r a s e  .  w h i c h  
m a k e s  m y  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a r o u n d  h e r e  e a s i e r  .  · A n d  w h o  i s  
t h i s  .  w h a t  i s  t h i s  .  f o r g i v e  m e  f o r  a s k i n g  .  w h e r e  i s  t h i s  .  
w h e n c e  i s  t h i s .  w h e r e .  i n  f a c t  .  i s  t h i s .  s h o u l d  I  s a y  .  Y u g o -
s l a v i a ? "  i s  a  u s u a l  q u e s t i o n .  M y  a n s w e r  v a r i e s .  b u t  t h i s  m a y  
b e  a  g o o d  e x a m p l e :  " Y u g o s l a v i a .  f o r g i v e  m e  f o r  s a y i n g  s o .  i s  
a  c o u n t r y  .  I t  i s  i n  a  c o n t i n e n t  c a l l e d  E u r o p e  .  A n d  t h e y  b o t h  
h a v e  b e e n  t h e r e  f o r  a  w h i l e . "  O f  c o u r s e .  I  d o  n o t  n e e d  t h i s  
p a t t e r n  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h  a l l  A m e r i c a n s  .  T h e  o t h e r s  a r e  .  
t o  b e  s u r e  .  t h o s e  w h o  m a k e  m y  l i f e  h e r e  m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  
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beautiful. 
Being in Michigan . one cannot but adore everything that 
stretches beyond the road commericials . Nature has been 
very bounteous in these parts . This autumn I went up North to 
visit Hemingway's country . The blue of the numberless lakes . 
reflecting the dazzling images of the seasonal colors . with 
squirrels and deer freely playing about . made me happy and 
content without any explanation . 
Still . it seems that the saying "wonders never cease" could 
express my thoughts and feelings about everything around me . 
Whenever I go to a grocery store I wonder why so many 
products have Rea/inscribed on their package. Real cheese is 
a real novelty for me . Probably because . where I come from . 
unreal cheese is not yet known . 
Accelerated mass production may be to blame for that. But 
the accused is not working only in grocery stores. The mass 
media . and even every day communication . are full of unreal 
cheese. They all have perfect packages. which are often 
more important than their contents; and this also may have 
negative effects in terms of communication and understanding . 
With relationships built on social necessity rather than on 
genuine human need . it is no wonder that people tend to 
communicate in terms of unreal cheese . My first encounter 
with a car dealer might be a good example . Michael seemed 
to be very open-hearted and friendly . and we found so many 
common areas of interest . But our friendship lasted for only a 
couple of days. After I bought his car our common areas 
somehow disappeared . and our relationship ended . Now I 
would have to go over to his place and buy a car every week 
or so . lest I be sad or disenchanted . And the same thing 
happened with me with several people I met at the university . 
After we had made a deal. we did not seem to be very inter-
ested in one another anymore . Our communication now con-
sists of a couple worn-out phrases. In the Chomskyan 
sense . language reflects such a philosophy . An alien can be 
puzzled. having heard phrases such as. "the spirit of buying 
more. the joy of spending less.· or. "good for you.· and "it 
has been nice talking to you.· One eventually always has to 
meet somebody else and talk nice again . 
Another thing I noticed about life in America is that people 
move a lot . Consequently . one 
the places where one lives and ~ 
with . Thus . there is not much 1 
a place . and one has to take m 
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of finding a way to avoid shal 
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1 o t  b u t  a d o r e  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  
n e r i c i a l s  .  N a t u r e  h a s  b e e n  
T h i s  a u t u m n  I  w e n t  u p  N o r t h  t o  
9  b l u e  o f  t h e  n u m b e r l e s s  l a k e s  .  
f  t h e  s e a s o n a l  c o l o r s  .  w i t h  
a b o u t  .  m a d e  m e  h a p p y  a n d  
~ · w o n d e r s  n e v e r  c e a s e ·  c o u l d  
s  a b o u t  e v e r y t h i n g  a r o u n d  m e  .  
~ I  w o n d e r  w h y  s o  m a n y  
t h e i r  p a c k a g e  .  R e a l  c h e e s e  i s  
b e c a u s e  .  w h e r e  I  c o m e  f r o m  
m a y  b e  t o  b l a m e  f o r  t h a t .  B u t  
1  g r o c e r y  s t o r e s  .  T h e  m a s s  
n u n i c a t i o n  .  a r e  f u l l  o f  u n r e a l  
i c k a g e s  .  w h i c h  a r e  o f t e n  
; ;  a n d  t h i s  a l s o  m a y  h a v e  
1 u n i c a t i o n  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  .  
: 1 . 1  n e c e s s i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  
j e r  t h a t  p e o p l e  t e n d  t o  
e e s e  .  M y  f i r s t  e n c o u n t e r  
e x a m p l e .  M i c h a e l  s e e m e d  
1 1 y  ,  a n d  w e  f o u n d  s o  m a n y  
r  f r i e n d s h i p  l a s t e d  f o r  o n l y  a  
c a r  o u r  c o m m o n  a r e a s  
a t i o n s h i p  e n d e d  .  N o w  I  
a n d  b u y  a  c a r  e v e r y  w e e k  
j  .  A n d  t h e  s a m e  t h i n g  
p i e  I  m e t  a t  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  .  
n o t  s e e m  t o  b e  v e r y  i n t e r -
•  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  n o w  c o n -
I n  t h e  C h o m s k y a n  
l o s o p h y  .  A n  a l i e n  c a n  b e  
1  a s  .  " t h e  s p i r i t  o f  b u y i n g  
.  · g o o d  f o r  y o u . ·  a n d  " i t  
~ventuafly a l w a y s  h a s  t o  
J a i n .  
n  A m e r i c a  i s  t h a t  p e o p l e  
a m a r a n t h u s  3 3  
m o v e  a  l o t .  C o n s e q u e n t l y .  o n e  c a n n o t  h a v e  s t r o n g  t i e s  w i t h  
t h e  p l a c e s  w h e r e  o n e  l i v e s  a n d  e v e n  w i t h  t h e  p e o p l e  o n e  l i v e s  
w i t h  .  T h u s  .  t h e r e  i s  n o t  m u c h  g e n u i n e  f e e l i n g  o f  b e l o n g i n g  t o  
a  p l a c e ,  a n d  o n e  h a s  t o  t a k e  m o r e  c a r e  t o  h a v e  a  l a s t i n g  b a n k  
a c c o u n t  o r  a  l a s t i n g  c a r  t h a n  a  l a s t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  .  N o w  .  
h o w e v e r  i m p o r t a n t  t h e  m a r k e t  p h i l o s o p h y  m a y  b e  f o r  t h e  
p r o g r e s s  o f  s o c i e t y .  a n d  t h e  l a s t i n g  b a n k  a c c o u n t  f o r  o n e ' s  
l i v i n g  ,  t h e  f e e l i n g s  o f  b e l o n g i n g  a n d  t r u e  h u m a n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  
a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a r e  j u s t  a s  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  o f  
h u m a n k i n d  a n d  o n e ' s  o w n  h a p p i n e s s .  T h e r e  a r e  p l a c e s  i n  t h e  
w o r l d  w h e r e  s o m e  s t i l l  h a v e  v e r y  s t r o n g  t i e s  w i t h  t h e i r  h o m e s  
a n d  t h e  p e o p l e  a r o u n d  t h e m  .  A n d  t h e y  d o  n o t  a s k  h o w  m u c h  i t  
c o s t s  .  I t  i s  m a k i n g  t h e m  m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  h a p p y ;  t h e y  f e e l  i t  i n  
t i m e s  o f  d i s t r e s s  a n d  m i s f o r t u n e  .  t o o  .  
W e l l .  s o m e  s o c i e t i e s  h a v e  m a n y  s i g n s  a n d  e l e m e n t s  f r o m  
p a s t  g e n e r a t i o n s  t o  r e m i n d  t h e m  n o t  t o  c o n f u s e  t h e  m e a n s  w i t h  
t h e  e n d s  .  o r  t h e  f o r m  w i t h  i t s  c o n t e n t s  .  H o w e v e r  .  e v e n  
t h e r e  .  n o t  e v e r y  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  a b l e  t o  d e c i p h e r  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d  
t h o s e  s i g n s .  P e o p l e  h a v e  t o  f i n d  a  w a y  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  
A l t h o u g h  r e l a t i v e l y  n e w  .  I  t h i n k  A m e r i c a n  c u l t u r e  i s  c a p a b l e  
o f  f i n d i n g  a  w a y  t o  a v o i d  s h a l l o w n e s s  i n  h u m a n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  
a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  .  B e s i d e s  o t h e r  t h i n g s  .  I  w o u l d  s u g g e s t  
g o i n g  b e y o n d  t h e  r o a d  a n d  o t h e r  c o m m e r c i a l s  w h e n e v e r  p o s -
s i b l e .  A l s o .  w h e n  t r a v e l i n g .  o n e  s h o u l d  n o t  f o r g e t  t o  c o m e  
b a c k  h o m e  .  I t  h e l p s  .  
